Naptune in Villa Madama as the allegory of good ruler by 深田 麻里亜
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¿J Actual plan of Villa Madama.  I: Exedra / II: Atrium / III, IV, V: The 
Garden Loggia / VIII: Sala di Giulio Romano / IX: Garden / X: Fishpond 
(IV is the southwestern bay).
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Villa Madama, located on the slopes of Monte Mario in Rome, is generally known as the unfinished 
architectural masterpiece of Raphael. Since the discovery of a copy of Raphael’s description of this 
villa, its original plan and function as the guesthouse of the Medici family have been much discussed by 
numerous scholars.1 Nevertheless, the villa’s interior decoration, consisting of stucco reliefs and fresco 
paintings representing various mythological and allegorical motifs, has yet to be the subject of detailed 
study. Especially scholars have not arrived at any convincing interpretation of the decoration’s program. 
In fact, the decorative components of the so-called Garden Loggia, which were executed, after Raphael’s 
premature death, by Giulio Romano, Giovanni da Udine, Gianfrancesco Penni and Baldassarre Peruzzi, 
are rather diverse in their types and their textual sources. Apparently this makes it difficult to read a 
definite ‘program’ in them, if ever such existed. 
 The villa’s Garden Loggia has three bays (fig. 1: III, IV, V). In the vault of the southwestern bay 
(fig. 2), the stucco relief of Neptune is represented in the very center (fig. 3), surrounded by four oval 
fresco scenes depicting Venus and playing Cupids. The basic idea of the southwestern bay’s decoration 
may well be related to the element of water. According to Claudia Cieri Via, this thematic choice of the 
sea god is perhaps associated with the view of the Tiber from the villa, and, on a more philosophical 
level, with the Neo-platonic idea of the ‘purification of carnal love through water’.2 The actual building 
of the Garden Loggia was in fact intended to be used in summer. So the allusion to water was quite 
appropriate for this function, with the fountain and the fishpond in the garden nearby. However, previous 
studies have not actually posed the simple but fundamental question: why Neptune is represented at the 
top of the vault, that is, at the very key position of the entire decoration of this bay. The significance of 
this motif choice has not been fully discussed, and to answer this question we must clarify the allegorical 
meaning of the figure of the sea god. In the present article I shall discuss its visual sources and point out 
how to identify its fundamental iconographical function according to the Florentine humanist tradition, 
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which must have been well known to the intellectual environment of the Medici family.
1. Visual Sources of the Stucco Neptune
As Cieri Via has already indicated, one visual source for the Villa Madama’s Neptune was probably the 
antique sarcophagus representing Neptune and the Nereids (fig. 5), which was in the Church of Santa 
Maria in Aracoeli in Rome during the Renaissance (now in the Vatican Museums).3 Obviously the 
figure of Neptune in a quadriga in the center of the sarcophagus offered a model for the stucco figure of 
the villa.4 Nevertheless, another work, not mentioned in the previous literature on Villa Madama, seems 
to have served as model for the stucco Neptune: Leonardo da Vinci’s Neptune and Sea Horses drawing 
in the Royal Library at Windsor Castle (fig. 4).5
 This drawing is generally regarded as a preliminary study for the lost drawing dedicated to 
Antonio Segni, mentioned by Vasari in his Vita of Leonardo.6 Based on this Vasari passage, we can 
suppose that Leonardo sketched the Windsor drawing after studying the Aracoeli sarcophagus during 
his short stay in Rome from 1499 to 1500 and gave the finished presentation drawing to Segni in 
Florence before 1504.7 Raphael, who was then also in Florence, probably came to know this Neptune 
drawing by Leonardo or some other version, now lost, of the same composition. And later, inspired by 
both Leonardo’s composition and the Aracoeli sarcophagus, Raphael designed the famous engraving 
of Neptune calms the Storm (‘Quos Ego’) in Rome, to be executed by Marcantonio Raimondi (fig. 6). 
In this context we can suppose that the design of the Windsor drawing may well have been known to 
Raphael’s workshop.
 In all probability Leonardo’s Neptune was one of the important visual sources for Villa Madama’s 
Neptune. In fact, some details of the villa’s stucco Neptune are comparable only with Leonardo’s 
drawing. The stucco Neptune’s frontal face and the bust bending forward apparently differ from 
Neptune’s pose on the sarcophagus, standing straight and showing a profile head. Moreover, as the 
sixteenth-century drawing copy of the sarcophagus shows (fig. 7), the noses of all four sea horses are 
horizontally arranged, while the sea horse to the left of the villa’s stucco raises his nose upright. These 
characteristic details of the stucco Neptune, while not seen in the Aracoeli sarcophagus, can all be found 
in Leonardo’s drawing. Also, Neptune’s raised right arm must have been based on Leonardo’s drawing. 
 The close similarity between the villa’s stucco and Leonardo’s drawing leads us to a further 
supposition: the two representations of Neptune may share not only the same form but also the same 
iconographical meaning. According to Vasari, Leonardo’s presentation drawing for Segni represented 
‘Quos Ego’, a particular theme known from Virgil’s Aeneid (I, 135).8 In this scene, Neptune calms the 
storm caused by angry Juno, and Aeneas’s ships survive to land at Carthage. This is exactly the scene 
depicted in Raimondi’s engraving after Raphael. The Neptune in the Villa Madama’s stucco, most 
probably inspired by the ‘Quos Ego’ Neptune by Leonardo, originally held the trident in his raised right 
hand, and may well be regarded as representing the same ‘Quos Ego’ scene. 
2. Allegorical Meaning of Neptune
Michaela Marek plausibly considered that Leonardo’s ‘Quos Ego’ drawing presented to Segni was 
intended to praise Pope Julius II as a good ruler.9 The allegorical association between the sea god 
calming the terrible waves and the powerful ruler governing his people had in fact been known in 
humanist thoughts since the late fifteenth century. In Disputationes Camaldulenses, Cristoforo Landino, 
the eminent Florentine scholar and tutor of Lorenzo il Magnifico, explains that the first scene of the 
Aeneid can be interpreted as representing the hierarchy of souls.10 According to Landino, Aeneas is 
the human soul, and Juno who intends to destroy him is ‘cupiditates’. While the wind god Aeorus who 
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follows Juno’s order is ‘ratio inferior,’11 Neptune is ‘ratio superior’ that intervenes to control the ‘ratio 
inferior’ and restores the disturbance caused by vicious desires to the original orderly condition.12 This 
allegorical interpretation of the Virgilian myth also has political connotations: the ‘ratio superior’ is 
compared to the sovereign who rules the state with rational judgments.13
 According to Marek, Leonardo’s presentation drawing to Segni was one of the earliest examples 
that visually represented this allegorical idea.14 Later in the sixteenth century, the ‘Quos Ego’ Neptune 
was frequently depicted or sculpted to glorify Italian princes in this context, for instance, Perino del 
Vaga’s decoration of the Palazzo Doria in Genoa for Andrea Doria, and Bartolomeo Ammannati’s 
fountain in the Piazza della Signoria in Florence for Duke Cosimo I de’ Medici. Giorgio Vasari’s fresco 
painting of The Water in the Sala degli Elementi in Palazzo Vecchio (fig. 8) is especially noteworthy, 
given that the artist himself explains its allegorical meaning in his Ragionamenti, apparently basing 
himself on Landino’s idea.15 
 Tutto questo intessuto dell’elemento dell’Acqua, Signor Principe mio, è accaduto al duca 
signore nostro, il quale venuto in aspettamento dal cielo in questo mare del governo delle 
torbide onde, e fatte tranquille e quiete, per la dif¿cultà di fermare gli animi di questi populi 
tanto volubili e varj per i venti delle passioni degli animi loro, i quali sono dalli interessi proprj 
oppressi; [...]
In this fresco, which depicts a peaceful marine scene with Venus and sea gods, we can see Neptune 
holding a trident and casting his watchful gaze on the scene from the right corner. In Vasari’s 
explanation, the duke was expected to calm the Florentine citizens whose changeable attitudes were like 
the turbulent sea waves. The allegorical concept clearly reflects Landino’s passage, which must have 
been known to Vasari’s iconographic advisor, Cosimo Bartoli.16 Considering that Villa Madama was 
originally designed for Pope Leo X, son of Lorenzo il Magnifico, we may well read the same political 
allegory in the stucco Neptune of the southwestern bay. In the Florentine tradition of representing 
Neptune for the glorification of rulers, it occupies a middle position between Leonardo’s earlier example 
and the later monumental works. 
3. Neptune and Venus
The above-mentioned painting of Vasari shows another iconographical aspect comparable with Neptune 
in Villa Madama. Vasari’s fresco depicts Venus in the center of the peaceful marine world carefully 
watched by the ‘Quos Ego’ Neptune. Similarly, in the southwestern bay of the Garden Loggia, the four 
oval scenes of Venus and Cupids at play are depicted around Neptune.17
 So far the thematic combination of Venus and Neptune has been explained by the rather vague 
relation between the two divinities, as Venus was born from the sea.18 However, Vasari’s mural painting 
suggests that the peaceful and prosperous condition brought about by Neptune could be appropriately 
represented by the figure of Venus. In fact, an interesting composition of a tapestry executed during the 
later years of the reign of Leo X, The Triumph of Venus (fig. 9), seems to confirm this point. 
 The tapestry in question belonged to the set of The Triumphs of the Gods designed by Giovanni 
da Udine and Perino del Vaga around 1517-21.19 In this composition, Venus and Cupids are depicted 
in a large ship on the sea. The sea is populated by numerous marine gods and, in the center, we see 
the ‘Quos Ego’ Neptune (fig. 10) to whom the couples of Nereids and Tritons dedicate the fruits of 
the sea. Obviously, the pose of Neptune is the reversed version of Leonardo’s ‘Quos Ego’, while the 
¿J Neptune. Stucco relief. The vault of southwestern bay, Villa Madama.
¿J Sarcophagus of the Neptune, Vatican Museums, Garden of Pigna.
¿J Leonardo da Vinci, Neptune and Sea Horses. Black chalk on paper, 
251 x 392 mm. Royal Library, Windsor Castel, inv. 12570.
¿J
Marcantonio Raimondi (after Raphael), Neptune calms the storm (‘Quos Ego’). 
(detail). 1518 ca. Engraving,  417 x 325 mm. Whitworth Art Gallery, Manchester.
¿J Sarcophagus of the Neptune (detail).
Copy in Codex Coburgensis, Cod. icon. 195, n.120, Veste Coburg.
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fig. 8 Giorgio Vasari, Water. 1555. Sala degli Elementi, Palazzo Vecchio, Florence.
fig. 9 Giovanni da Udine and Perino del Vaga (?), Triumph of Venus from the Triumph 
of the Gods. ca. 1517-20, woven in the Brussels workshop, ca. 1560. Wool and silk, 
5010×7390mm, Mobilier National, Paris.
¿J Neptune. Detail of the Triumph of Venus¿J
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Aracoeli sarcophagus may also have been the visual source for the frieze-like arrangement of Nereids 
and Tritones. On the ship, Venus stands on a throne set inside a pavilion, assuming the pose of peaceful 
triumph. Numerous Cupids fly around her, some playing and others shooting arrows at the amorous 
couples on the ship. 
 From this composition, we realize that the combination of Venus’s triumph with the peaceful 
reign of the sea by Neptune was a common iconographical pattern in the papal court of Leo X. In fact, 
this subject shares the basic theme of Leo’s symbolic Golden Age, which was also represented in the 
famous tapestry series for the Sala di Costantino, The Giochi di putti, with its numerous children at play. 
Needless to say, Pope Leo’s self-image as the bringer of peace was eloquently expressed in Raphael’s 
great fresco of The Fire of Borgo in the Sala dell’Incendio as well as in the designs on the reverse of his 
medals. Therefore, I would like to suggest that the decoration of the southwestern vault in Villa Madama 
should also be interpreted in the same context, as alluding to the ideal reign of Pope Leo X. The central 
Neptune, a good ruler, symbolizes the world peacefully governed by the Medici Pope.
Conclusion
In the beginning of June 1520, Cardinal Giulio de’ Medici wrote to Mario Maffei, the bishop of Aquino 
and a member of the intellectual circle of the Medici in Rome, regarding the subjects to be represented 
in the decoration of the villa.20 The cardinal Giulio, Leo X’s cousin and future Pope Clement VII, was 
then responsible for the practical arrangements of the villa’s construction. At this time, shortly after the 
death of Raphael, the cardinal apparently entrusted the selection of the subject matter to Maffei: 
 Quanto alle storie o fabule: piacemi siano cose varie, né mi curo siano distese e continuate, e 
sopratutto desidero siano cose note; [...] Le cose di Ovidio, di che Vostra Paternità mi scrive, 
mi vanno a gusto; però veda di eleggerne le belle, il che a lei rimetto. Cose oscure come ho 
detto non voglio, ma varie sì e scelte.
Thus we learn that Maffei had suggested Ovidian episodes before the date of this letter, and the cardinal, 
approving the suggestion, solely requested a rich variety of subjects and the choice of widely-known 
stories. Obviously, the actually chosen subjects do not accord with Giulio’s indications. We might expect 
from the cardinal’s words a rather loose selection of Ovidian episodes, but, through the above analysis 
of the Neptune stucco in the southwestern vault, we may well suppose that Maffei carefully elaborated 
an allegorical program glorifying the Pope’s reign. 
 The further question of whether this program had already been designed during Raphael’s 
lifetime is debatable. However, considering the close conceptual continuity between the Triumph of 
Venus tapestry and the southwestern vault of the loggia, I am inclined to think that at least some basic 
iconographic scheme may have been agreed upon by Raphael and the Pope while the artist was engaged 
in the architectural plan.21 The figure of Neptune symbolizes the reign of Leo X’s Golden Age, and 
appropriately embodies the supreme ruler in the center of the peaceful and prosperous world represented 
in the southwestern vault.
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